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In 2008, we decided to collaborate on a research project, because 
there was a common concern reverberating among us. The concern 
was, and still is, that existing practices and systems of food do not 
ensure food security but rather seriously threaten it for most of the 
people in the world. Our aim was to find ways to encourage a major 
shift in the trajectories of food futures by bringing together our expertise 
in design, computing, urban informatics, media and communication, 
and social studies. Despite our common vision, we then had quite 
different ideas as to how we could realise it by navigating through the 
complex web of food across people, place, and technology. After three 
years of working together on the Eat, Cook, Grow: Ubiquitous 
Technology for Sustainable Food Culture in the City project 
(http://www.urbaninformatics.net/projects/food), we still have varying 
  
ideas about many aspects of the topic. However, such divergence in 
thoughts comes as no surprise, given the pervasive and diverse nature 
of food discourses. It is critical to our sustenance and, in its varied 
forms, is often an object of pleasure and desire with equally varied 
intensity. As such, while food may create personal moments of 
adversity or jouissance, it has also played an unquestionable role in 
shaping the broader political and social agendas throughout human 
history, and has co-evolved with the tangible and intangible facets of 
human society.  
World Food Programme’s Hunger Map 
(http://www.wfp.org/hunger/map) clearly indicates the strong correlation 
between food insecurity and civil unrest across the globe. In recent 
years, food security has re-emerged as a major global concern. Its 
definition has changed over the years, too. In contrast to the earlier 
versions, which focused on the sustainability or equilibrium of the food 
system, the current definition by the Food and Agriculture Organization 
of the United Nations (FAO) emphasises the importance of securing 
access for individuals, households, and communities to not only food 
but also socio-cultural knowledge and practices around food: “a 
situation that exists when all people, at all times, have physical, social 
and economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food that meets 
their dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life” 
(FAO, 2001). 
  
This definition reflects food’s complex and scalable influence 
from macro level civil security to micro level visceral experiences. In 
fact, this ontological complexity has led to various rhetorical claims 
such as “Food is culture” (Montanari, 2006) and “Tell me what you eat, 
and I will tell you what you are” (Brillat-Savarin, 1999 [1949]). These 
have been used, in turn, to make various conflicting arguments in 
contemporary times across diverse domains: from diet and body image 
(or, at least, the marketing of such things) to grassroots food 
sustainability movements. 
While such differences in opinion keep discussions more 
interesting for the broader scholarship as well as for the three of us, 
there is an acute need for a common thread in our necessarily multi-
perspectival approaches to understanding food if we are to generate 
actionable knowledge and henceforth move forward to secure our food 
futures. For the three of us, we have come to at least one agreement, 
which in turn has allowed us to cook up this book together with 
contributions from colleagues with equally interesting and diverse ideas 
about the topic. We all agree on the utmost significance of people as 
growers, cooks, and consumers of food and—most importantly—as 
active agents of food systems who are fundamentally influenced by the 
system but at the same time shape the system itself through their 
varied actions and  decisions. Therefore, we place our hope in people 
  
and tactical change making that adds a bottom up perspective to the 
conventional top down agenda.  
Further, we focus on urban environments as the place for 
change making for two main reasons. First, it is the fastest growing 
form of human habitat across the world, with more than 60% of us 
expected to live in cities by 2030 (UNFPA 2007). The second reason 
concerns the consonant relationship between current pervasive 
technologies and urban spaces and formations. We note, however, that 
we are not attempting to frame our argument around the binary 
distinction between urban and rural as famously offered by, for 
example, Wirth (1938) and others in the Chicago School. In fact, we 
find the growing urban-rural segregation as one of the greatest 
contributors to declining global food security. Our focus on urban 
environments is rather an acknowledgement of the nascent, intricate, 
and novel assemblages of opportunities for change presented by 
urban-technical affiliations, particularly at a level of individuals’ 
everyday lives. We call here upon Sassen’s concept of ‘cityness.’  The 
concept embraces complexity and multiscalar convergence of various 
forms of urbanity, acknowledging “that the intersection of differences 
produces something new, whether it is good or bad, and that this 
actually occurring intersection is consequential” (2005). This cityness 
creates incompleteness (Sassen 2011) or overspills (Choi and 
Greenfield 2009) that are messy (Bell and Dourish 2007) and which 
  
keep the city in a constant and necessarily transformative state that in 
turn keeps the city resilient.  
Therefore, our collaboration aims to find ways to engage people 
in what could be considered quotidian practices of eating, cooking, and 
growing food and to make messes or overspills that shift the current 
configurations towards more environmentally sustainable, socially 
inclusive, and healthier futures. In our view, this is one of the most 
important questions that we as humans and scholars across all fields of 
research must ask at this point in history: when climate change has 
progressed from being a potential or imminent problem to a central and 
current situation that requires our immediate response at a global 
scale. Today we have new ways to know, connect, and live and to 
create responses in sustainable and democratic ways through the 
appropriate integration of technologies.  
For this, we are inspired by undoubtedly the most significant and 
perhaps most mysterious turn in human history, which bears a curious 
degree of resemblance to our current state: the Neolithic Revolution. 
This was the transformative period when the tipping point was reached 
to make ways for a fundamental transition from foraging to farming. As 
Kimball (1998, 20) notes:  
 
Considering the likelihood that anatomically modern humans, 
that is, Homo sapiens, have been around for at least 100,000 
  
years (based on fossil evidence), the pace of that kind of change 
is remarkable. To put it in perspective: if we were to make a 
100,000 year anatomically modern history equal to one 24 hour 
period, the transition to agriculture world-wide would have 
happened very late in the “day” and very swiftly — from about 
9:30 to 10:45 PM. 
  
There are varied speculations about what caused this rather late 
transition. In fact, there are at least 38 distinct and competing causes 
for it, according to Bar-Yosef and Belfer-Cohen (1992). While this 
transformation remains blurry to us, there has been a clear 
transformation in our thinking of what might have happened. Earlier 
studies in archaeology and anthropology argued that the main causes 
were external, focusing on the economic model of technological 
advancement. That is, similarly to other forms of technologies such as 
the steam engine or the computer, “cultivating plants rather than 
foraging wild species is said to have raised the productivity of human 
labor, encouraging adoption of the new technology and allowing 
farming populations to expand” (Bowles 2011, 4760). Life expectancy 
did grow eventually, but evidence suggests that nomadic foragers had 
better productivity and health than an early generation of farmers; they 
had access to abundant food supplies; and they also had more leisure 
time. Sahlins famously called them “the original affluent society” (1972 
  
1-39), in strong contrast to older ideas about a life of mere subsistence. 
Hunters and gatherers lived in a society that was operationalised by 
human needs but also by desires. Given this, more recent studies (Lee 
1968; Sahlins 1972) argue that the delay in adopting the agricultural 
way of life was not a surprise, but a natural progression engendered by 
two intersecting factors: i) critical changes in climatic conditions (Ashraf 
and Michalopoulos, 2010) and ii) endogenous and sociocultural factors, 
accompanied by chance encounters and playful experimentations 
(Price and Bar-Yosef 2011, 168; Sauer 1952) driven by us Homo 
Sapiens, or Homo Ludens, naturally playful beings (Huizinga 1955). 
It is in this terrain that we see potential for most resilient and 
effective uses of technologies in urban environments towards 
optimistic food futures: through playful and human-centred 
engagement. We define playfulness as per the concept proposed by 
Choi (2010) in her research into urban networks. She argues that play 
is a voluntary, transient, and innovative experience in between the 
pressure of control and the possibility of freedom; this creates 
multiscalar messy overspills (Bell and Dourish 2007; Choi and 
Greenfield 2009), forming the core of cityness (Sassen 2005) for urban 
sustainability or resilience. We apply this concept to designing 
technologies that support making legible the current situation and 
multiple (co-)articulations of possibilities for change, with a hope that 
the aggregation of such folding, unfolding, and refolding of ideas and 
  
situations – or contestations – would make a way to broader systemic 
change. This process requires careful planning and operationalisation. 
A number of current trends in the technosocial sphere signal 
affirmatively to this hopeful notion. Key examples are the global 
bottom-up movements to challenge the once walled garden of science, 
knowledge, and power, as readily observed in emerging 
Hackerspaces, FabLabs, Occupy Movements, and DIY (Do-It-Yourself) 
/ DIWO (Do-It-With-Others) initiatives across numerous thematic 
domains. Eloquently labelled as ‘read-write’ (Greenfield 2010) and 
‘open source’ (Sassen 2011) by key thinkers in urban studies, digital 
and network technologies, the notion of urbanism engenders new 
spaces where people’s voices can be made, heard, and lead to 
consequential changes to the city. Through these dialogic processes, 
people shape the city as the city shapes people.  
As well, this is precisely where we ground the latter-half of this 
book’s title. We deliberately use ‘human-food interactions’ instead of, 
for example, ‘human-food experiences’ to denote the interconnection 
between the self and food; food fundamentally influences the self and, 
at the same time, a person’s actions also significantly influence – 
beyond individual food choices – the existing food and related systems. 
A number of recent projects exemplify this: for example, the Trash | 
  
Track1 project by colleagues at the MIT senseable city lab and more 
recently, FoodMood,2 a real-time twitter mapping of what people are 
eating. Digital fabrication (Evan and Hod, 2007; Jun and Cheok 2012) 
and DIY food sciences (Ledford 2010; Wolinsky 2009) signal a new 
horizon of participatory food systems. The burgeoning interest in open 
sourcing in genomics (e.g., Arnquist 2009) also offers a glimpse at the 
future of perhaps more profound, though temporally demanding, 
developments in this terrain that may revolutionise science and medical 
research. However, these necessarily entail immense regulatory and 
ethical complexities. 
We hope that by now it is clear that we are in fact not advocating 
for the use of technologies as a means of returning back to ‘nature’ or 
‘the ways of olden days’ as the often perceived ‘other’ of contemporary 
urban living. Rather, we are arguing for the need to explore 
opportunities to create interfaces that i) help make legible potential 
uses towards healthy, socially inclusive, and environmentally 
sustainable food futures; and ii) support people’s engagement and 
collaborations in such processes of contestation, engendering new 
forms of urban networks and experiences. Furthermore, we are not 
proposing that technical means of framing and participating in the 
contestation are the only or the most effective way forward. We are 
                                               
1 See http://senseable.mit.edu/trashtrack 
2 See http://www.foodmood.in 
  
simply pointing to a particular tendency that is inherent with potentially 
escalating capacity to provide responsive and accessible ways to 
create, observe, transform, archive, and re-create ‘folds’ (Deleuze 
2006; Deleuze and Hand 1988) of urban fabrics and citiness (Sassen 
2005) today. We are indeed aware that battalions of technical designs 
with similar aims for engagement and ‘enhancement’ of people’s lives 
have been deployed but failed to meet their expectations and/or 
objectives. Various master planned communities and so-called ‘smart 
cities’ across the world are some of the most obvious examples. We 
are also aware that it can be at times pernicious to simply roll out 
technologies simply because it is possible to do so. 
Given this climate of complexity and urgency, we argue that 
designing for resilient futures must embody a deep understanding and 
respect for people’s needs and desires and the historically formed 
underpinning of the city as a place of diversity and contestations 
giving rise to a wide range of expectations and hopes. Further, we 
argue that technologies as increasingly embedded in landscapes and 
people must therefore be playful as defined by Choi (2010): open, 
messy, and seamful spaces capable of engendering engagements in 
new forms of re-creative interactions that lead to changes in 
sociocultural values and broader systems. Designing at the intersection 
of human-computer interactions and human-food interactions would 
have flavours that are primarily related to conditions and actions 
  
associated with food, but it must at its core, mix into it these three 
values. Researching at this intersection then inevitably requires the 
mixing and blending of disciplinary frameworks and methods. It is time 
for a shift in how we work together towards a sustainable and just 
future and explore opportunities for a different kind of well-being that is 
achieved when people feel empowered to be aware of the current 
systems and configurations of their environments; explore possibilities 
for change and voice their thoughts independently; and have 
accessible and profound means to collaborate to pursue realising the 
possibilities. 
Within this broad vision, our ambition for this book is a modest 
one. We see it as a small beginning to discussions about how we 
understand and design for human-computer interactions for 
sustainable human-food interactions. We are genuinely grateful for and 
delighted by all the valuable contributions our colleagues have kindly 
made to this book. We carefully hand-picked writings that address the 
three values proposed above but in particular, that of people. As the 
reader will see, the chapters are arranged in three themes – eat, cook, 
and grow – and the authors take various research methods and pose 
equally varied questions. However, there are many common sub-
thematic and conceptual threads that weave the chapters together. The 
chapters will be introduced in the section forewords kindly contributed 
by our colleagues whose unique perspectives and methodologies are 
  
deeply appreciated by us and wider communities of researchers and 
practitioners: Anne Galloway whose creative research methods include 
fascinating speculative design work exploring future scenarios of New 
Zealand merino wool; Yvonne Rogers and Kenton O'Hara whose in the 
wild research has produced numerous innovative playful systems; and 
Eli Blevis, whose pioneering research in sustainable interaction design 
and visual thinking has had a profound influence on a myriad of 
developments within the HCI field. Without further ado, we present to 
you this mix-max bibimbap of a book, with its distinct flavours of 
thoughts working together to create a unique experience mixing 
human-computer interactions and human-food interactions.  
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